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In the wake of the bicentenary of Charles Darwin’s birth and the 150th anniversary
of the publication of his magnum opus On the Origin of Species in 2009, there has
been no shortage of new publications on all aspects of his life and work as well as
his impact on and interrelationswith literature and culture. In their introduction to
Reflecting onDarwin, Monika Pietrzak-Franger and Eckart Voigts acknowledge and
analyse this contemporary phenomenon and position their own contribution with-
in this ever-expanding field as “the first study of the post-millennial multi-media
and cross-disciplinary responses to Darwin and his ideas” (10). While exemplify-
ing the slightly hyperbolic tone of the introduction, this statement gives an idea of
the scope and emphases of the eleven essays by contributors from diverse aca-
demic fields that are to follow: they range from specialised scientific discussions of
Darwin’s own time through a variety of cultural reflections in literature, maga-
zines, photography and film between the 1860s and the 2000s (only a minority are
strictly “post-millennial”) to theoretical and philosophical ruminations with a
‘Darwinist’ bend. They thus illustrate the interdisciplinary and intermedial ambi-
tions of the collection and the wide-ranging and long-lasting impact of Darwin’s
thought – in fact, this is less a reflection on Darwin or his work than on a variety of
(neo-)Darwinist discourses. Very few readers will be interested in all of the essays
equally (or even be equipped to understand them fully, in some instances), but as a
whole, this volume enables a fascinating and inspiring conversation between the
different approaches and analyses of culture inspired by Charles Darwin.
The book is organised in three sections, of which the first deals with “The
Cultural Evolution of Darwin’s Thought” and more generally with cultural reac-
tions to his ideas in his own time and the early twentieth century (only one of the
four essays concerns Darwin directly). In the first contribution, Angelique Ri-
chardson discusses the controversial relationship between Darwin’s theories and
Eugenics, making good use of letters written by and to his cousin Francis Galton,
who coined the term and developed the theory especially in his Hereditary Genius
(1869). She convincingly shows the differences between Darwin’s and Galton’s
approaches, even though some of her quotes indicate that they might not have
been as absolute as she seems to suggest. Some passages here are a little on the
technical side, and the essay would have profited from a broader contextualisa-
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tion of the Eugenics debate (e.g. in the twentieth century). Galton also appears in
Susanne Scholz’s article on heredity and visuality in Thomas Hardy’s work, this
time as the inventor of ‘composite photography’, which was meant to bring out
the family likeness and ‘ancestral type’ in various members of the same family.
Together with August Weismann’s Essays on Heredity these photographs and
debates are taken as a background for the discussion of questions of evolution,
heredity and visuality in Hardy’s The Well-Beloved (1892/1897) and two of his
poems (“Heredity” and “The Pedigree”). Scholz succeeds admirably in pointing
out the complex interconnections between the scientific and literary discourses as
well as highlighting Hardy’s scepticism of the evidential power of both photogra-
phy (and the visual in general) and science. The remaining two contributions in
this section, by Jochen Petzold and Julika Griem respectively, take Darwin’s ‘ape
theory’ as their starting point and investigate cultural negotiations of the man-ape
relationship. Petzold looks at children’s magazines in the mid- and late nine-
teenth century (especially Boy’s OwnMagazine) in the context of the ‘gorilla craze’
occasioned both by Darwin’s writings (and the famous Huxley-Wilberforce de-
bate) and the explorer Paul du Chaillu’s exploits in the 1860s. He finds a lot of
resonances in the magazines but also a general reluctance to accept the man-ape
link as given; the closeness of gorillas to men is hinted at uneasily, but Darwin’s
theories are either ridiculed or rejected outright. However, a racist subtext linking
gorillas to (African) natives is clearly recognisable. In contrast to the somewhat
limited corpus of texts here, whose general relevance remains a little vague,
Griem looks at an ambitious range of literary and filmic texts in the period
c.1870–1930 from various national contexts to investigate the representation of
simian characters with special reference to gender and sexuality. Next to the
general depiction of apes as threatening doubles or degenerated others to hu-
mans, e.g. in Le Fanu’s “Green Tea” (1872), Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde (1886,
wrongly dated 1897 here) or Conan Doyle’s Lost World (1912), she discerns a more
specifically gendered development from positively connoted ‘simian’ features in
male characters vs. negatively portrayed simian females in texts such as Rider
Haggard’s She (1887) and Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes (1912) towards a
much more ambivalent portrayal in the modernist period, e.g. in Kafka’s “Report
to an Academy” (1917) and Leonhard Stein’s “Der Gorilla” (1920), as well as a
sexualised representation of the ‘feminine primitive’ in films like The Blonde
Venus (1932) and The Son of Kong (1933), or shows starring Josephine Baker.
Whether this amounts to a feminist appropriation of the monkey figure is not fully
spelled out, and the overall argument of the essay is not too clear, especially
concerning the relevance of the Darwinist background. However, the section as a
whole presents many intriguing examples of the reworking of Darwin’s ideas in
literature and culture between the 1860s and the 1930s.
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The following section, called “Darwin’s Cultural Resonance Today”, starts
with a fascinating essay by Ann Heilmann on the representation of scientist/
explorer protagonists in contemporary literary texts, which also continues the
gender theme. Analysing three neo-Victorian novels by women writers, Andrea
Barrett’s The Voyage of the Narwhal (1998), Barbara Chase-Riboud’s Hottentot
Venus (2003) and Tracy Chevalier’s Remarkable Creatures (2009), as well as the
poem sequence Darwin: A Life in Poems (2009) by Ruth Padel (who is related to
Darwin), she finds feminist-inspired counternarratives to the ‘male’ essentialist
models more commonly connected with Darwinist science, e.g. in the fossilist
Mary Anning (Chevalier), the fictional Erasmus Darwin Wells (Barrett), the Saart-
jie Baartman case (Chase-Riboud, though strictly speaking pre-Darwin), and
Darwin’s own female influences in his family (Padel). Against this richly context-
ualised discussion, which illuminates both the historical background and the
contemporary theoretical and ethical debates, the following two contributions
seem less substantial if certainly interesting. Felix C. H. Sprang discusses the
novels The Sea (2005) by John Banville and Sebastian Barry’s The Secret Scripture
(2008) in connection with the widespread misrepresentation of Darwin’s evolu-
tionary theory as progress-oriented or directed (he refers to literary Darwinism by
the likes of Joseph Carroll and the presentation of the recent discovery of the ‘Ida’
fossil as examples). He sees these texts – rather unsurprisingly – as implicitly
challenging such a ‘progressive’ appropriation of evolutionary theory and instead
highlighting life’s contingencies and the constantly renewed human attempts at
making sense of it. To this reader, Sprang overgeneralises the ‘progressive’ inter-
pretation of Darwin’s theories, and he does not spend enough time with the
literary texts to let us see their intricate connections to Darwin’s/evolutionary
ideas in any great detail. Angela Schwarz, finally, takes a sweeping look at
contemporary science fiction (both novels and films, though predominantly from
the 1980s and 90s) in the context of debates on biotechnological developments
and their social impact (e.g. genetic engineering, cloning etc.). Her conclusion
that SF texts such as Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968)
and its film version Blade Runner (1982), William Gibson’s Johnny Mnemonic
(1981) and Neuromancer (1984) or the films Robocop (1987) and Gattaca (1997)
have an important role to play in popularising such scientific developments and
in negotiating the ethical implications of their use is uncontroversial, and the
comment that most of them take a highly pessimistic, even dystopian view of the
possible outcomes is not particularly new or surprising either. Rather than out-
lining the details of many of the biotechnological advances since the discovery of
DNA in a slightly breathless and journalistic manner, Schwarz could have given
more attention to the SF texts themselves (preferably including more recent
examples and commenting on the media differences) and made the link to
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Darwin’s ideas and thinking clearer. Overall, there are many interesting and
thought-provoking examples and ideas in this section, giving a glimpse of those
“post-millennial multi-media responses to Darwin” emphasised in the introduc-
tion, but apart from Heilmann’s contribution it is not quite the heart of the
collection for me.
Despite its catchy title, the last section, “Darwin as ‘Pop Star’ of Contemporary
Theory”, will likely pose a challenge to some less philosophically or theoretically
inclined readers. Several of the four contributions presuppose a lot of technical
knowledge in biology, mathematics and philosophy, and most do not refer to
cultural representations in the way the previous essays do. However, this would
not be a truly interdisciplinary book if it did not venture beyond the confines of the
more traditional literary and cultural studies approaches to Darwinism, and there
are real rewards for those who persist to the end of the collection. Virginia Richter
starts the section with a broad and comparatively accessible overview of Darwinist
discourses in contemporary culture and theory, focussing on literary Darwinism
and evolutionary psychology (both seem to be something of a bête noire of this
section and the book as a whole) as well as the debate on theman-ape relationship
in Darwin’s own time and today. Like Sprang, she argues against a Darwinism
devoid of contingency, and like Heilmann, she detects the positive alternative
among others in feminist Darwinism (e.g. Elizabeth Grosz). Structurally, however,
this contribution is far from coherent and takes in too many different aspects to be
convincing or even fully comprehensible in its argument. In contrast, Nils Wilk-
inson’s contribution is much more tightly focussed and well-argued and succeeds
in linking Darwin(ism) and poststructuralism in subtle and complex ways. With
the help of Andreas Anter’s theory of order as a political category linked with
normativity, power structures and hierarchies (with detours to Bourdieu, Latour,
Foucault and Fritz Krafft), Wilkinson teases out the metaphysical element con-
tained in the ordering impulse in Darwin’s writings and in science more generally,
alerting us to the significance of agency in this ordering process (e.g. with refer-
ence to DNA as one of the central ordering principles in contemporary science).
Mathias Gutmann tackles the “[l]imits of [s]ociobiology” in his spirited if rather
specialised attack on E. O. Wilson and Richard Dawkins’s arguments, especially
in the latter’s The Selfish Gene (2009, originally 1976). In a painstakingly detailed
close reading, he convincingly exposes Dawkins’s argumentation as self-defeat-
ing in its metaphorical rhetoric, pointing out the inherent methodological limits of
the models developed by sociobiology. Even though Gutmann gives a short
introduction on the development of sociobiology since Darwin, the essay would
have benefited from a more comprehensive contextualisation of Dawkins’s work
and relevance in the contemporary scientific and theoretical field (even though
the general introduction to the collection briefly comments on the so-called
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‘Darwin Wars’). In a similar vein, Momme von Sydow addresses the problem of
tautology in what he calls “Darwinian [m]etaphysics”, taking as his example the
use of the concept of ‘survival of the fittest’ in biology (neo-/gene- or process-
Darwinism in particular) and (behavioural) psychology. In this highly technical
and slightly repetitive discussion, he shows convincingly how perilously close to
an untestable metaphysical framework this concept comes in many of the writers
and scientists he looks at, and how difficult (if not impossible) it is to make natural
selection empirically testable. Crucially for me, von Sydow highlights Darwin’s
role as philosopher as well as scientist by pointing out the immediate influences
on his thinking from outside the scientific field proper, such as William Paley’s
Natural Theology (1802) – more of an emphasis on this broader background of
Darwin’s ideas in early-nineteenth-century debates in philosophy and theology
(including widespread interest in evolutionary explanations) would have bene-
fited the collection as a whole.
The volume is a fitting tribute to Darwin’s significance for contemporary
culture and highlights diverse ways and examples of negotiating his ideas today.
It also illustrates some of the great advantages (and a few drawbacks) of inter-
disciplinary work in the field of science and culture, which is currently thriving.
Since this is very much a broader European and Anglo-American phenomenon,
the collection might have profited from a more transnational approach in choos-
ing its contributors. The variety and scope of the contributions is, however,
exemplary.
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